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  ACE	  Research	  Vignette:	  Success	  or	  failure	  –	  what	  makes	  the	  difference	  in	  
managing	  new	  product	  development?	  
	  
This	   series	   of	   research	   vignettes	   is	   aimed	   at	   sharing	   current	   and	   interesting	   research	   findings	   from	   our	   team	   of	  
international	  Entrepreneurship	  researchers.	  In	  this	  vignette,	  Dr	  Henri	  Burgers	  considers	  some	  of	  the	  factors	  that	  can	  make	  
a	  difference	  in	  managing	  new	  product	  development.	  
	  
Introduction	  
	  
In	  high-­‐tech	  industries	  competitive	  advantage	  is	  all	  too	  quickly	  eroded,	  so	  there’s	  a	  constant	  search	  for	  new	  business	  
opportunities,	  requiring	  both	  new	  technological	  and	  market	  knowledge	  to	  be	  developed.	  Many	  companies	  tackle	  this	  by	  
setting	  up	  new	  business	  development	  (NBD)	  projects,	  afforded	  varying	  degrees	  of	  independence	  from	  the	  main	  business	  
operations.	  
	  
What	  makes	  some	  of	  these	  NBD	  projects	  fail,	  while	  others	  succeed?	  	  The	  answer,	  it	  seems,	  lies	  partly	  in	  recognising	  some	  
key	  differences	  between	  projects	  requiring	  development	  of	  new	  market	  knowledge,	  and	  those	  where	  the	  new	  knowledge	  
required	  is	  chiefly	  technological.	  These	  differences	  can	  have	  important	  implications	  for	  the	  way	  in	  which	  such	  projects	  are	  
managed.	  
	  
Focusing	  on	  NBD	  projects	  in	  the	  consumer	  electronics	  industry,	  Henri	  Burgers	  together	  with	  Professors	  Frans	  van	  den	  
Bosch	  and	  Henk	  Volberda	  from	  the	  RSM	  Erasmus	  University	  in	  the	  Netherlands	  were	  intrigued	  to	  discover	  what	  impact	  
particular	  characteristics	  of	  project	  management	  had	  on	  the	  success	  or	  failure	  of	  projects.	  Using	  qualitative	  methods	  
which	  allowed	  them	  to	  observe	  how	  organisational	  behaviour	  had	  changed	  over	  time,	  they	  analysed	  a	  series	  of	  projects	  
undertaken	  by	  a	  major	  manufacturer	  in	  different	  business	  areas	  over	  a	  10-­‐year	  period.	  The	  study	  revealed	  four	  main	  
findings	  for	  those	  looking	  to	  improve	  the	  performance	  of	  new	  business	  development	  projects.	  
	  
Align	  the	  project	  criteria	  to	  the	  type	  of	  knowledge	  required	  
	  
NBD	  projects	  that	  demand	  new	  market	  knowledge	  need	  significantly	  different	  timescales	  from	  those	  focused	  purely	  on	  
developing	  new	  technological	  knowledge.	  Exploration	  of	  market	  knowledge	  requires	  learning-­‐by-­‐doing	  and	  to	  some	  
extent	  that	  can	  take	  place	  only	  during	  the	  commercialisation	  phase,	  when	  products	  are	  actually	  being	  sold.	  
Experimentation	  and	  adaptation	  are	  often	  needed	  to	  find	  the	  best	  ways	  of	  targeting	  customers,	  the	  most	  effective	  
campaigns	  or	  forms	  of	  distribution.	  	  
	  
If	  it	  is	  still	  being	  viewed	  as	  a	  project	  rather	  than	  a	  stand-­‐alone	  business,	  you	  then	  recognise	  that	  it	  still	  needs	  continued	  
investment	  for	  development.	  This	  of	  course	  has	  important	  implications	  for	  what	  kind	  of	  timescales	  and	  criteria	  you	  set	  for	  
particular	  projects.	  A	  one-­‐size-­‐fits-­‐all	  model	  does	  not	  work.	  
	  
Project	  autonomy	  –	  match	  to	  the	  newness	  of	  knowledge	  required	  
	  
In	  general	  we	  found	  that	  the	  greater	  the	  amount	  of	  technological	  or	  market	  knowledge	  that	  a	  project	  needed	  to	  develop,	  
the	  more	  autonomy	  it	  required.	  This	  autonomy	  stimulates	  a	  more	  exploratory	  and	  innovative	  approach	  to	  knowledge	  
gathering	  while	  separating	  the	  project	  from	  organisational	  and	  other	  existing	  preconceptions.	  However	  this	  autonomy	  
can	  make	  it	  harder	  for	  knowledge	  to	  be	  transferred	  between	  project	  and	  organisation.	  It	  can	  also	  limit	  the	  project	  team’s	  
	  ability	  to	  leverage	  existing	  knowledge	  and	  resources	  from	  the	  parent	  organisation.	  The	  dangers	  of	  this	  were	  particularly	  
apparent	  for	  projects	  that	  required	  development	  of	  new	  market	  knowledge.	  The	  sales	  organisations	  did	  not	  get	  the	  time	  
and	  resources	  needed	  to	  develop	  and	  experiment	  with	  novel	  market	  approaches.	  
	  
The	  importance	  of	  project	  champions	  
	  
An	  organisational	  champion	  can	  help	  guard	  against	  any	  deficiencies	  in	  the	  project’s	  autonomy	  and	  project	  completion	  
criteria	  and	  protect	  the	  project	  from	  too	  much	  internal	  pressure.	  However	  if	  that	  organisational	  champion	  leaves,	  
performance	  can	  then	  suffer.	  Having	  a	  consistent	  champion	  sometimes	  isn’t	  possible	  due	  to	  business	  needs	  or	  job	  
rotation	  practices.	  
	  
Interestingly,	  in	  a	  follow-­‐up	  study	  we	  question	  the	  value	  of	  involving	  top-­‐level	  management	  directly	  in	  individual	  NBD	  
projects.	  Projects	  with	  support	  at	  this	  level	  were	  high	  performers	  in	  the	  short	  term,	  meeting	  all	  schedules	  and	  staying	  
within	  cost,	  but	  their	  focus	  on	  meeting	  short-­‐term	  objectives	  meant	  that	  they	  did	  not	  take	  a	  longer-­‐term	  view	  to	  resource	  
the	  projects	  so	  as	  to	  increase	  their	  chances	  of	  sustained	  viability	  over	  the	  long	  term.	  
	  
Speed	  up	  acquisition	  of	  market	  knowledge	  through	  strategic	  alliances	  
	  
For	  several	  of	  the	  projects,	  establishing	  a	  strategic	  alliance	  with	  a	  partner	  with	  expertise	  in	  the	  areas	  the	  company	  wanted	  
to	  enter	  proved	  a	  valuable	  way	  of	  acquiring	  market	  knowledge	  more	  rapidly.	  To	  build	  up	  your	  own	  market	  you	  also	  have	  
to	  build	  up	  your	  own	  sales	  force	  for	  it,	  and	  that	  can	  be	  both	  difficult	  and	  expensive.	  A	  partner	  who	  is	  complementary,	  who	  
already	  has	  the	  sales	  force	  and	  access	  to	  those	  markets,	  can	  really	  speed	  up	  the	  development	  process	  and	  reduce	  the	  
costs	  dramatically.	  
	  
Set	  appropriate	  incentives	  for	  the	  sales	  force	  
	  
The	  incentives	  set	  for	  the	  sales	  force	  must	  match	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  NBD	  project.	  If	  new	  market	  knowledge	  is	  required,	  
successful	  commercialisation	  will	  need	  proactive	  involvement	  from	  the	  sales	  force.	  If	  this	  is	  not	  done,	  sales	  staff	  may	  see	  
the	  NBD	  project	  as	  conflicting	  with	  their	  own	  priorities.	  Many	  sales	  targets	  –	  in	  the	  short	  term	  –	  are	  more	  easily	  achieved	  
by	  selling	  more	  of	  the	  company’s	  existing	  products	  than	  by	  trying	  to	  develop	  market	  acceptance	  for	  a	  new	  product.	  
	  
This	  study	  raises	  a	  number	  of	  questions	  that	  may	  have	  broader	  relevance.	  Do	  the	  findings	  apply	  to	  other	  industries	  –	  in	  
the	  service	  sector	  or	  elsewhere	  where	  firms	  work	  largely	  on	  a	  project	  basis?	  What	  other	  factors	  may	  affect	  performance	  –	  
such	  as	  how	  projects	  are	  organised	  internally	  and	  what	  kind	  of	  project	  managers	  are	  involved?	  Interesting	  questions	  and	  
ones	  which	  they	  plan	  to	  explore	  in	  future	  work.	  
	  
____________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
This	  research	  vignette	  was	  written	  by:	  Dr	  Henri	  Burgers,	  QUT	  Business	  School.	  	  
	  	  
Check	  the	  source	  &	  learn	  more	  from:	  	  	  
	  
‘Why	  New	  Business	  Development	  Projects	  Fail:	  Coping	  with	  the	  Differences	  of	  Technological	  versus	  Market	  Knowledge’	  by	  
J.	  Henri	  Burgers,	  Frans	  A.	  J.	  van	  den	  Bosch	  and	  Henk	  W.	  Volberda	  was	  published	  in	  Long	  Range	  Planning,	  Volume	  41,	  
February	  2008.	  
